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The William and Flora Hewlett Foundation’s Deeper Learning Framework 

 
In 2010, the William and Flora Hewlett Foundation’s Education Program announced its 
strategic focus centered on “deeper learning.” The Foundation’s Board of Directors has 
made clear its commitment to supporting an approach to K-12 and community college 
education in the United States to prepare students for a rapidly changing world, with the 
ultimate goal of increasing economic opportunity and civic engagement, particularly for 
children and youth in high-poverty communities.  According to the Education Program’s 
strategic plan, reaching this goal requires “improving what students learn, how they learn 
it, and how they demonstrate their knowledge.”1  The Foundation asserts that American 
public schools must significantly “shift course” in their approach to teaching, learning, and 
assessment to ensure that students develop the skills, knowledge, and competencies they 
will need to meet the quickly evolving demands of life, work, and global citizenship in the 
21st century.  The Hewlett Foundation set its strategic priorities to promote these shifts in 
schooling practices – to “provide all students with access to rigorous, relevant, and 
innovative educational opportunities”2 – so that every young person in the United States 
would graduate from high school well-prepared to actively engage in the world.  
 
To meet its ambitious goals and guide funding in this area, the Hewlett Foundation 
developed a framework articulating the components of deeper learning, drawing on 
current research and expert opinion by commissioning research briefs and interviewing 
leading thinkers in education, business, and public policy.  The deeper learning framework 
identifies key content knowledge, academic skills, and learning competencies that should 
be the products of any child’s K-16 education.  The original framework included five 
components: 
 

- master core academic content through 
- critical thinking and complex problem solving, 
- working collaboratively 
- communicating effectively, and 
- learning how to learn. 

 
Students who developed these competencies over the course of their elementary, 
secondary, and postsecondary schooling would be able to productively engage in work and 
civic life.  The deeper learning framework was intended to provide educators, school 
administrators, reformers, and policymakers with clear guideposts for the goals of a K-16 
education.   
 
The Hewlett Foundation set a high bar for the competencies it included in the deeper 
learning framework.  The core criteria for inclusion were that competencies must be 
measurable, teachable, and evidence based.  The Foundation recognized that measures of 
important competencies may still be in their infancy in some cases, but it chose to only 
include competencies that could be clearly conceptualized and for which measures existed 
or were being developed.  The deeper learning framework also included only competencies 
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which could be taught and learned, rather than qualities understood to be innate or 
immutable.  Finally, the Foundation only included competencies for which there was 
reasonably strong evidence of their relationship to positive life outcomes, particularly in 
relation to economic opportunity and civic engagement. 
 
For the Foundation to make wise, targeted investments that yield desired results, the 
components of deeper learning must be clearly articulated and the guiding framework 
must accurately reflect the best understanding to date of how and why learning happens, 
as well as the instructional, psychological, and material conditions that support deeper 
learning.  To that end, the Hewlett Foundation recently announced the addition of a sixth 
component in its deeper learning framework: “Develop academic mindsets.”  This 
competency meets the Foundation’s core criteria of being measurable, teachable, and 
evidence-based, and adds a critical component to the overall deeper learning framework.  
Drawing upon ongoing research activity, this paper lays out the rationale for and evidence 
supporting the inclusion of academic mindsets as an essential part of deeper learning. 
 

Academic Mindsets as Motivational Components of Deeper Learning 

The original components of the deeper learning framework represent important processes 
and products of deeper learning instructional practices.  What was missing from the 
framework, however, were the motivational components that influence a student’s 
engagement in learning.  Why and under what conditions might students choose to employ 
problem-solving skills or engage in collaborative work to meet a learning goal?  What 
motivates students to expend the energy to master core academic content?  In essence, 
what would be the energy source that could fuel students’ engagement in deeper learning 
activities?  Academic mindsets are “the psycho-social attitudes or beliefs one has about 
oneself in relation to academic work,”3 and these attitudes and beliefs are often what 
compel students to engage in learning – or not.  As psychology researchers Carol Dweck, 
Gregory Walton, and Geoffrey Cohen put it, “students need to think of themselves and 
school in certain ways in order to want to learn and in order to learn successfully.”4 
 
The inclusion of academic mindsets in the deeper learning framework puts due emphasis 
on a crucial set of learning variables.  First, positive academic mindsets are associated with 
the persistent academic behaviors that lead to learning.  Recent research reviews by the 
National Research Council, the University of Chicago Consortium on Chicago School 
Research (CCSR), and the John W. Gardner Center at Stanford University all concluded that 
students’ psycho-social beliefs and attitudes have a profound effect on their engagement 
and learning in school.5  In this way, academic mindsets can be seen as precursors to or 
motivators for participation in deeper learning instructional activities.  Second, academic 
mindsets are also likely products of deeper learning experiences.  Ideally, over the course 
of students’ K-16 school experience, children and youth will come to see themselves as 
competent, productive people able to contribute meaningfully to their communities and the 
larger world.  As students engage in deeper learning experiences and develop the other five 
deeper learning competencies, another likely outcome is the development of an efficacious 
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sense of self, a valuing of education, and a positive disposition toward further learning.  
Academic mindsets are therefore both motivators for and outcomes of engagement in 
deeper learning experiences.  Below are brief summaries of the research on academic 
mindsets that support its inclusion as a core component of deeper learning. 
 
Academic Mindsets as Drivers of Academic Perseverance and Academic Behaviors 
Essential for Deeper Learning Outcomes 
 
In June 2012, our research team at CCSR published a critical literature review on 
“noncognitive factors” in student learning – meaning the skills, attitudes, beliefs, and 
strategies that play a role in school performance but which are not directly measured by 
most “cognitive” academic tests.  We focused on academic performance, as measured by 
course grades and GPA, as our outcome of interest because grades are strong predictors of 
future educational attainment,6 which in turn strongly predicts adult earnings, civic 
engagement, and a wealth of other positive adult outcomes.7  In our review, we found that 
Academic Behaviors (attending class, doing homework, engaging in classroom activities, 
studying) have the most proximal relationship to grades.  The most direct way to improve 
students’ academic performance is to improve their academic behaviors (i.e., increasing 
their attendance, increasing the amount they study, increasing the number of assignments 
they complete, and/or improving their class participation).  Also important are the quality, 
intensity, and duration of effort invested in these academic behaviors, a factor we referred 
to as Academic Perseverance (i.e., tenacity or grit).  The more perseverance a student 
exhibits, the more likely he or she is to attend class even when other things interfere, to 
complete homework even when it is challenging, and to continue pursuing academic goals 
even when setbacks or obstacles get in the way.   
 
The research evidence suggests that one of the best levers for increasing students’ 
perseverance and improving their academic behaviors is by supporting the development of 
Academic Mindsets.  Students with positive academic mindsets work harder, engage in 
more productive academic behaviors, and persevere to overcome obstacles to success.  
Conversely, students with negative mindsets about school or about themselves as learners 
are likely to withdraw from the behaviors essential for academic success and to give up 
easily when they encounter setbacks or difficulty.8  Intervention research has 
demonstrated that academic mindsets are malleable factors that can be changed 
intentionally through contextual or instructional variables.9  This suggests that the most 
fruitful way to improve academic perseverance and to help students build the other 
competencies associated with deeper learning is to attend to the development of positive 
academic mindsets.  
 
The CCSR report identified four key mindsets, each of which is independently associated 

with increased perseverance, better academic behaviors, and higher grades.  These 

mindsets draw directly from seminal research on human motivation and basic 

psychological needs.  In our review, we expressed these four mindsets in the first person 

from the point of view of the learner:   
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1) I belong in this academic community. Mazlow noted long ago that one of our basic 

human needs is for “belongingness” and “a place in [one’s] group.”10  In an academic 

setting, this refers to students’ sense of connectedness to peers and adults in their 

classes and their school.  Belonging is particularly important in an educational 

context because human learning is socially constructed: we come to understand the 

world through our interaction with others.11  Feeling part of a community of 

learners is a powerful motivator.  Students with a strong sense of academic 

belonging see themselves as members of not only a social community, but an 

intellectual community.  They tend to interpret setbacks and difficulty in their 

studies as a normal part of learning, rather than as signs that they are “out of place” 

in a particular academic environment.12  Conversely, students who do not feel a 

sense of belonging in school tend to withdraw from interaction with their peers; to 

the extent that they associate academic work with their sense of alienation from the 

school community, they are likely to put forth little effort to learn.13 

 

A large study of students in grades 4-6 across six school districts found that 

students’ sense of belonging in school was positively related (with moderate to large 

effects) to their enjoyment of class, liking for school, and task orientation toward 

learning, as well as being significantly (but more weakly) related to mean reading 

scores.14 In a separate intervention study designed to mitigate the effects of 

“belonging uncertainty” on college freshmen, researchers found improved grades 

over time among African American students in the treatment group significant 

enough that the black-white grade gap was reduced 79 percent by senior year.  

Researchers also found effects on the health and well-being of African American 

students in the treatment condition, who, three years post-intervention, reported 

better health and fewer doctor visits than African American students in the control 

group.15  Further, the percentage of African American students in the top quartile of 

their class had tripled following the intervention due to improved performance 

among treated students.16      

 

2) I can succeed at this.  The degree to which students believe they are “good” at a 
particular kind of task or field of study is strongly associated with academic 
perseverance.  Research shows that self-efficacy and the belief in one’s likelihood of 
success are generally more predictive of academic performance than one’s actual 
measured ability.17  Individuals more willingly engage in tasks of any kind when 
they anticipate success.18  For students to expend the sustained effort necessary for 
learning, they must believe their efforts will be successful.  This mindset also derives 
from our basic “need or desire for a stable, firmly based, (usually) high evaluation of 
[our]selves, for self-respect, or self-esteem, and for the esteem of others.”19  
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Students who anticipate failure or believe they cannot do something well will likely 
refrain from investing effort or devalue the importance of the task in order to 
maintain a sense of their own competence.   
 
Studies of children’s self-efficacy have found that, within each level of math ability 
(i.e., high, medium, and low ability), students with greater math self-efficacy 
outperformed their similar-ability peers.20   In studies of students’ math 
performance, the direct effect of self-efficacy was as strong as the effect of ability.21  
Researchers have found similar effects of self-efficacy beliefs across a variety of 
other academic domains and contexts.22  Research suggests that students who 
believe they will succeed at an academic task are more likely to persist longer in the 
task and use cognitive and metacognitive strategies that improve their 
performance.23  There is also clear empirical evidence that self-efficacy is malleable.  
Providing feedback on students’ prior performance (e.g., commenting that students 
have been working hard), feedback on ability (e.g., commenting that students are 
good at a particular academic task), setting goals, or providing skill training all had 
the effect of increasing students’ expectations of success as well as their 
performance.24   
 

3) My ability and competence grow with my effort.  Much attention has been given to 

what Carol Dweck calls a “growth mindset,” which relates to one’s ideas about the 

nature of intelligence.  Students with a growth mindset believe that “the brain is like 

a muscle” that gets stronger with use.  Accordingly, growth-mindset students are 

more likely to interpret academic challenge or mistakes as opportunities to learn 

and develop their brains. 25  Having a growth mindset is also associated with a 

“mastery goal orientation,” meaning that students are motivated by wanting to learn 

as much as they can in order to master the material; they enjoy challenging 

themselves to take on the next new idea.26  Dweck contrasts a growth mindset with 

a “fixed mindset.”  Students with a fixed mindset think of intelligence as something 

that is predetermined and not within their control.  Students with fixed mindsets 

are more likely to be performance oriented rather than mastery oriented, meaning 

that they are motivated either by the desire to show off their smarts by 

outperforming others or by their desire to not look dumb by underperforming.  

Unfortunately, neither of these manifestations of performance orientation is 

associated with perseverance.  Students motivated to outperform others tend to 

give up quickly when success does not come easily.  Students who are driven by the 

desire to hide what they fear is a substandard level of intelligence are likely to 

refrain from engaging in a task at all, lest they risk public failure.27  

 

In an experiment designed to encourage growth mindsets in college students, 

researchers found that students in the treatment group had higher GPAs the 
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following term (average = 0.23 grade points) and that, among African American 

students, those in the treatment group reported higher levels of enjoyment and 

engagement in school following the intervention.28  In a study of seventh graders 

with declining math scores, those in a randomized treatment group focused on the 

development of a growth mindset were able to stabilize their grades, ending the 

school year with an average 0.30 higher grade points than their peers in a control 

group.29  Measures before and after the intervention also showed that students in 

the treatment group changed their understanding of the brain as well as their beliefs 

about intelligence during the study period, suggesting the malleability of student 

mindsets.  In further evidence that growth mindsets can be cultivated, researchers 

found that “retraining” students to attribute poor academic performance to a lack of 

effort or to the use of an ineffective strategy (rather than a lack of ability) “has been 

shown to produce sizeable changes in persistence in the face of failure, changes that 

persist over time and generalize across tasks.”30 

 

4) This work has value for me.  Human beings are continually interpreting and making 

meaning of experience.  Our brains naturally look for connections in order to 

process new information and ideas.  For academic work to penetrate students’ 

consciousness and become a focus of attention, it has to mean something to them.31 

Students value academic tasks and topics that connect in some way to their lives, 

their future educational pursuits/careers, or their current interests.  When students 

value their coursework, they are much more likely to expend effort on completing it.  

The value a student places on a given academic task is strongly associated with both 

persistence and performance on that task.32  When a task is not valued, students 

have to expend significantly more energy to focus their attention on it; further, they 

are much less likely to remember information related to it.    

 

Researchers tested the importance of value in an intervention study with ninth-

grade science students.  Students in the treatment group were asked to write about 

how the weekly science topics applied to their lives.  Students in the control group 

instead wrote summaries of the weekly science topics.  Students in the treatment 

group who entered ninth grade with low expectations for success in science earned 

significantly higher grades (average=0.80 grade points difference) than students in 

the control group.  Students in the treatment group also reported higher interest in 

science after the intervention and indicated wanting to take more science courses.33  

In a similar study with seventh-graders, students who wrote about values that were 

important to them in connection with school earned higher grades than students in 

the control group; the largest effects were seen with low-performing African 
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American students, who increased their grades by 0.41 grade points, an 

improvement which was sustained over two years.34 

 

Across a broad collection of studies and lines of research, the evidence strongly supports 
the relationship between positive academic mindsets, increased academic perseverance, 
and improved academic performance.  In short,  
 

When a student feels a sense of belonging in a classroom community, 
believes that effort will increase ability and competence, believes that 
success is possible and within his or her control, and sees school work as 
interesting or relevant to his or her life, the student is much more likely to 
persist at academic tasks despite setbacks and to exhibit the kinds of 
academic behaviors that lead to learning and school success. Conversely, 
when students feel as though they do not belong, are not smart enough, will 
not be able to succeed, or cannot find relevance in the work at hand, they are 
much more likely to give up and withdraw from academic work, 
demonstrating poor academic behaviors which result in low grades.35  

 
Low grades, in turn, predict lower educational attainment and poor career and civic 
outcomes. 
 
Thus, academic mindsets are critical levers for increasing student engagement and the 
persistence necessary to develop the other five deeper learning competencies.  Moreover, 
research across a range of studies suggests that educators play a key role in building 
positive mindsets.  Students’ academic identities and attitudes and beliefs about schooling 
are strongly influenced by the school and classroom environment in which learning is 
situated; the structure of academic work, goals, support, and feedback in that environment; 
and the implicit and explicit messages conveyed to students about themselves in relation to 
that academic work.36  Increasing student motivation to learn is ultimately contingent upon 
“creat[ing] a set of circumstances in which students take pleasure in learning and come to 
believe that the information and skills they are being asked to learn are important and 
meaningful for them and worth their effort, and that they can reasonably expect to be able 
to learn the material.”37   
 
Academic Mindsets and Identity Development 
 
In addition to motivating a student’s engagement in deeper learning instructional practices, 
positive academic mindsets can also be seen as important deeper learning outcomes.  The 
outcomes of schooling are not only content knowledge and academic competencies, but 
also the people that students become from having participated in their educational 
experiences.  To develop young adults with a positive and efficacious sense of self and 
confidence in their abilities to engage with and contribute to the world, schools need to 
provide deeper learning opportunities in which students can follow their interests, 
strengthen bonds with peers, collaborate with a diverse range of people, build their 
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competence over time, and come to see that accomplishment is built upon sustained hard 
work.  
 
Unfortunately, it is too seldom the case that students get these opportunities in school, 
particularly in urban districts serving low-income and racial/ethnic minority students.  
Rather than building students’ content knowledge, problem-solving abilities, collaborative 
capacities, communication skills, and learning strategies over time, traditional urban 
schools too often fail to provide opportunities for students to develop deeper learning 
competencies.  Instead, they rely on rote, low-level instruction and reinforce to students 
messages of inadequacy and limited potential.  Thus, a significant percentage of young 
people leave school “thoroughly trained in failure,” to borrow a phrase from Leonard 
Ayres.38  Across a number of U.S. cities, rather than inspiring students to work hard and 
meet rigorous academic standards, it is common for urban school systems to see half their 
students fail at least one course upon entry to high school, with upwards of a third of ninth 
graders routinely failing three or more courses.39  Academic failure reduces students’ 
interest in school and attenuates their relationship to whole fields of study that might have 
otherwise provided potential career opportunities.  Currently about 25 percent of 
American youth drop out of high school without a diploma,40 generally after repeated 
failure and deepening credit deficiency. For chronically failing students – or for students in 
chronically failing schools – the most important result of schooling may be not only a lack 
of knowledge and skills, but an image of themselves as having little to offer and few 
capabilities worth developing.  
 
Decades of research consistently conclude that the consequences of academic 
disengagement are detrimental and debilitating, setting off a downward spiral of low self-
esteem, impeded effort, and escalating failure. 41  Pockets of exceptional schools across the 
country serving low-income and racial/ethnic minority students have demonstrated ways 
to engage students’ interest and provide opportunity and support for them to meet high 
academic standards.  We should no longer accept the myth that struggling students don’t 
care about their education or that failure is the best they can do.  The evidence is clear that 
failure in this context has “a negative and sometimes devastating effect” on a student’s 
sense of self, making young people “feel incapable and inadequate” rather than prepared 
for the future.42  Certainly, schools are not fulfilling their desired public function to the 
extent that they take in young children who are able and naturally eager to learn and over 
the course of 12 or 16 years produce young adults with few marketable skills and who have 
become convinced of their intellectual deficiency.  By neglecting to consider the psycho-
social dimensions of students’ schooling experience, teachers, administrators, 
policymakers, and education reformers can inadvertently enact policies and practices that 
cause irreparable harm to children.   
 
A more holistic view requires that the goals of K-16 education include the development of 
students’ content knowledge, problem-solving skills, and related academic competencies as 
well as the development of efficacious young people whose confidence is solidly based in 
demonstrated expertise.  The graduates of an education system focused on developing the 
six deeper learning competencies will be well prepared to engage in their careers and their 
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communities to solve the pressing social, political, environmental, and technical problems 
facing us in the 21st century.  The deeper learning framework will provide guidance to 
practitioners, researchers, and policymakers in this regard by including academic mindsets 
among its core competencies.   
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